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Abstract
The marking of the 40th anniversary of the World Heritage Convention in 2012 focused 
debate about its merits, achievements and impacts. It is commonly said that the World 
Heritage Convention is UNESCO’s ‘flagship program’ and its ‘most successful’ convention. 
As an Advisory Body to the Convention, World Heritage is a prominent part of the 
identity, mission and activities of ICOMOS worldwide. This paper describes a number of 
pressing issues concerning the implementation of the World Heritage Convention, and 
some of the implications of these for ICOMOS in its role as an Advisory Body, and for its 
global membership. 
Introduction 
The	 text	of	 the	Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage	(World	Heritage	Convention)	was	adopted	by	the	UNESCO	General	Conference	on	16	
November	1972.	It	came	into	operation	in	1975,	upon	reaching	the	threshold	of	20	ratifications,	
and	 the	 first	 properties	were	 inscribed	 in	 the	World	 Heritage	 List	 in	 1978.	 The	 Convention	
therefore	‘turned	40’	in	2012,	providing	an	important	moment	of	reflection	and	evaluation.	

















to	 attend	 the	World	Heritage	Committee	 sessions,	 to	 advise	 the	 Committee,	 and	 to	 be	 as	
scientific,	rigorous	and	objective	as	possible	in	their	work	(see	especially	pars.	31–37	and	148	of	
the	Operational Guidelines,	UNESCO	2013c).	There	is	therefore	intense	interest	in	the	working	
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methods,	 language	 and	 processes	 of	
the	Advisory	Bodies,	the	World	Heritage	




Today	 the	 merits	 and	 impacts	 of	 the	
World	 Heritage	 system	 are	 the	 focus	
of	 lively	 debate	 within	 the	 spheres	 of	
heritage	 conservation	 and	 heritage	
studies	worldwide.	 It	 is	 commonly	 said	
that	 the	World	 Heritage	 Convention	 is	
UNESCO’s	 ‘flagship	 program’	 and	 its	
‘most	 successful’	 convention.	 It	 is	 seen	
as	the world’s most significant heritage 
conservation agreement due	 to	 its	
influence	on	national	heritage	systems	throughout	the	world	(Cameron	&	Rössler	2011:	42).	
Its	 ‘success’	 is	marked	by	 its	near-universal	participation	by	 the	Member	States	of	UNESCO.	
It	 is	 notable	 for	 its	 efforts	 to	 join	 natural	 and	 cultural	 heritage	 in	 a	 single	 instrument,	 and	
as	 a	 platform	 for	 the	 exploration	 of	 diverse	 concepts	 and	 approaches	 to	 heritage	 and	 its	
safeguarding	(Bandarin	2013).	







tendency	 for	 the	World	 Heritage	 Committee	 to	 inscribe	 nominated	 properties	 against	 the	
recommendations	 of	 the	 Advisory	 Bodies,	 these	 observers	 see	 increased	 promotion	 (rather	






Other	heritage	studies	 researchers	–	particularly	 those	writing	under	 the	banner	of	 ‘critical	
heritage’	 –	 have	 also	 taken	 a	 sharp	 look	 at	 the	 claims	 of	 ‘success’	 of	 the	World	Heritage	
system.	Building	on	the	view	most	 famously	expressed	by	Smith	 (2006)	 in	her	depiction	of	
the	role	of	World	Heritage	in	the	promulgation	of	an	‘Authorised	Heritage	Discourse’,	these	
analyses	point	to	the	Convention’s	universalising	and	eurocentric	conceptual	framework,	the	
privileging	 of	 professional	 elites	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 other	 voices,	 and	 the	 centrality	 of	 the	
national	self-interest	of	member	states	in	the	processes	(Harrison	2012;	Labadi	2013;	Askew	
2010;	Logan	2013).	This	perspective	is	of	direct	relevance	to	the	role	of	heritage	practitioners	
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The	 year-long	 celebration	 of	 the	 40th	 anniversary	 of	 the	World	 Heritage	 Convention	 was	
concluded	at	Kyoto,	 Japan	 in	November	2012	 (UNESCO	2013b).	The	theme	chosen	for	 the	




















At	Kyoto,	Cameron	gave	a	 thoughtful	overview	of	 the	history	of	World	Heritage	 (Cameron	
2013).	 She	 pointed	 to	 the	 extraordinary	 international	 dialogue	 that	 has	 occurred,	 and	 the	
global	 impact	 of	 ideas	 introduced	 through	World	 Heritage.	 She	 highlighted	 the	 expansion	
of	 definitions	 of	 ‘heritage’,	 the	 increased	 recognition	 of	 cultural	 diversity,	 and	 the	ways	 in	
which	new	tools	and	international	cooperation	helped	to	start	conservation	at	national	levels.	




Heritage	Convention,	mentioning	 the	many	people	engaged	 in	World	Heritage,	and	 its	 still	
positive	and	powerful	message.	
Bernd	 von	Droste,	 the	 founding	Director	 of	 the	World	Heritage	Centre	 also	 delineated	 the	
present	from	the	past	in	his	presentation	to	the	Kyoto	program,	describing	four	different	stages	
following	the	beginning	of	the	operation	of	the	Convention	in	1978	(von	Droste	2011,	2013).








It	was	marked	by	 the	establishment	of	 the	World	Heritage	Centre,	 the	adoption	of	





to	 tourism	 and	 education	 as	 functions	 of	 the	 implementation	 of	 the	 Convention	
(Pressouyre	1996).	
•	 The	third	stage	–	from	2000	to	2005	–	was	the	‘phase	of	political	correctness’,	with	
a	 stronger	 concern	 about	 imbalance	 and	 representivity,	 the	 introduction	of	 Periodic	
Reporting	and	 statements	of	Outstanding	Universal	Value,	 and	a	 stronger	 emphasis	
on	 management	 plans.	 This	 stage	 ended	 with	 major	 revisions	 to	 the	 Operational	
Guidelines,	producing	the	system	in	use	today	(more	or	less).
•	 And	the	fourth	phase	–	including	the	present	–	is	the	‘phase	of	overload’	for	all	of	the	
key	 organisations,	 a	 phase	where	 the	 Committee	 has	 become	 dominated	more	 by	
diplomats	than	heritage	‘experts’,	the	first	de-listings	have	occurred,	there	are	growing	
concerns	 about	 climate	 change	 and	 sustainability,	 and	 there	 is	 a	 recognition	of	 the	
need	to	build	a	global	civic	culture.	
This	 formulation	 by	 von	 Droste	 is	 interesting	 because	while	 he	 traces	most	 of	 the	 current	
‘challenges’	 to	 earlier	 phases	 (and	 some	were	 evident	 even	 at	 the	 first	 10-year	milestone),	
the	past	is	more	positively	portrayed	than	the	present,	and	by	implication,	the	future.	There	is	
therefore	some	urgency	about	taking	action	to	resolve	the	confronting	issues	of	the	present.
Living in the Present – the 40th year of the Convention 










If	 life	 begins	 to	 be	 better	 in	middle	 age,	 the	 next	 decades	 of	 implementing	 the	World	
Heritage	Convention	should	see	a	remarkable	consolidation	of	its	achievements,	given	our	
now	 extraordinary	 access	 to	 instantaneous	 communication	 exchange,	 the	 rapid	 spread	
of	 ratification	of	 the	Convention	 and	 the	 increasing	 number	 of	 listed	 sites	 from	whose	
conservation	experience	we	can	learn.	(Burke	2012:	1)
The	events	of	 the	2012	 session	of	 the	World	Heritage	Committee,	held	 in	 St	 Petersburg	 in	
the	Russian	Federation,	added	to	this	sense	of	taking	stock.	Many	commentators	have	noted	
that	 a	 relatively	 large	 proportion	 of	 the	 nominations	 that	were	 assessed	 as	 ‘not	 yet	 ready’	
for	 inscription	 by	 the	 Advisory	 Bodies	 were	 nevertheless	 inscribed	 by	 the	 World	 Heritage	
Committee,	particularly	 in	the	sessions	held	 in	2010,	2011	and	2012	(Shadie	2012;	Meskell	
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other	than	‘yes’?	Lynn	Meskell	of	Stanford	University	has	described	this	as	the rush to inscribe	
(Meskell	2012).	























The	 link	 between	 credibility	 of	 the	 Convention	 and	 the	 size	 of	 the	World	 Heritage	 List	 is	
frequently	asserted.	This	assumes	that	the	credibility	of	the	system	rests	primarily	on	the	List.	















The	great	drama	at	UNESCO	now	 in	my	 view	…	 is	 the	 change	 to	 its	 constitution	and	
countries	being	represented	at	 the	Executive	Board	by	diplomats	…	In	my	time,	 it	was	
professional	 people	…	 I	 think	 that	 professional	 representation,	 even	 if	 countries	want	
to	be	represented,	that	countries	should	choose	professionals	and	not	diplomats.	I	have	
nothing	 against	 diplomats,	 but	 diplomats	 don’t	 have	 innate	 knowledge,	 they	 are	 not	
familiar	with	 a	 certain	 number	 of	 problems.	 It	 is	 necessary	 to	 choose	 people	who	 are	
knowledgeable	 and	 obviously	 know	 how	 to	 safeguard	 places.	 (M’Bow,	 as	 quoted	 by	
Cameron	&	Rössler	2011:	48)
However,	while	diplomats	do	typically	lead	their	national	delegations,	particularly	in	the	periods	
when	 they	are	elected	 to	 the	World	Heritage	Committee,	 these	diplomats	are	also	 typically	
flanked	 by	 natural	 and/or	 cultural	 heritage	 ‘experts’	 at	 their	 tables.	 The	 active	 presence	 of	
diplomats	seems	inevitable	given	the	national	importance	placed	on	World	Heritage	outcomes,	
the	 need	 for	 regional	 coordination,	 and	 the	 opportunities	 that	 the	World	 Heritage	 system	




At	 the	 moment,	 much	 of	 the	 discussion	 concerns	 whether	 the	 Committee	 should	 more	
consistently	follow	its	own	rules	(see	IUCN	2012).	In	particular,	as	already	noted,	the	frequent	
departure	 from	the	provisions	of	 the	Operational	Guidelines	 leaves	 the	Advisory	Bodies	 in	a	
very	uncertain	place	since	they	are	requested	–	and	in	fact,	contractually	obliged	–	to	rigorously	
apply	 them.	However,	 the	 possibility	 of	 shifting	 from	 judging	 to	 collaborating,	 and	 from	 a	
focus	on	the	exclusivity	of	the	List	to	the	sustainability	of	conservation,	are	not	at	all	resisted	
by	the	Advisory	Bodies	 (ICOMOS	2012b).	There	must	be	better	ways	to	work,	however	 the	













and	 perceptions	 of	 a	 heightened	 level	 of	 ‘politicisation’,	 the	 Director-General	 of	 UNESCO	
initiated	 a	meeting	 titled	 ‘Thinking	 Ahead’	 in	 October	 2012	 (UNESCO	 2013a).	 The	 session	
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allowed	for	some	valuable	and	constructive	exchanges,	but	was	also	characterised	by	many	
suggestions,	proposals,	requests	and	desires	for	the	World	Heritage	Centre	and	the	Advisory	













































the	 preferences	 and	 strategic	 behaviour	 of	 States	 Parties,	 and	 perceived	 differences	 in	 the	
approaches	to	the	evaluation	of	Outstanding	Universal	Value	by	 IUCN	and	 ICOMOS	(Frey	&	
Steiner	2011).	The	decision	taken	in	1992	to	consider	cultural	landscapes	–	seen	at	the	time	
as	 the	 solution	 for	 bridging	 nature	 and	 culture	 in	 the	Convention	 –	 as	 a	 form	of	 ‘cultural‘	
property	has	exacerbated	the	numerical	divide	between	nature	and	culture	in	the	List	(Buckley	
&	Badman	2014).	An	even	numerical	distribution	between	the	UNESCO	regions,	or	between	




The	 role	 of	 professional	 knowledge	 and	 advice	 does	 not	 end	 at	 the	 point	 of	 inscribing	
properties	on	 the	World	Heritage	List,	 although	post-inscription	processes	are	generally	 the	
subject	of	 far	 less	commentary	and	critique	 (the	 recent	work	of	Meskell	 (2011,	2014)	 is	an	
exception).	 Conservation	 efforts	 are	 at	 times	 overwhelmed	 due	 to	 complex	 pressures	 such	
as	armed	conflict,	climate	change,	rapid	urbanisation,	resource	exploitation,	poorly	organised	
mass	tourism,	natural	disasters	and	poverty	alleviation	needs.	Recent	Committee	discussions	
have	 stumbled	over	 each	of	 these.	 Some	of	 the	many	examples	 include	 the	destruction	of	
mausoleums	 in	 Timbuktu	 in	 Mali;	 the	 reduction	 of	 the	 Selous	 Game	 Reserve	 in	 Tanzania	
for	uranium	mining;	poaching	and	violence	 in	 the	Okapi	Wildlife	Reserve	 in	 the	Democratic	
Republic	of	Congo;	impacts	of	armed	conflict	in	Syria	and	Iraq;	revitalisation	and	transportation	







However,	many	of	 the	pressures	on	conservation	 relate	 to	much	 larger	 structural	problems,	
such	 as	 climate	 change,	 poverty,	 governance	 and	 inter-cultural	 tensions	 that	 are	 not	 able	
to	be	addressed	using	heritage	protection	and	management	tools	alone.	For	 these	reasons,	







The	 ‘5th	C’	 (community)	was	 adopted	 by	 the	World	Heritage	Committee	 in	 2007	 through	
the	leadership	of	New	Zealand,	and	the	Chairperson	of	the	31st	session,	Sir	Tumu	te	Heuheu.	




World	Heritage	 system.	Ultimately,	 community	 involvement	and	empowerment	will	not	 rely	
only	on	‘consultation’	and	will	span	the	full	breadth	of	the	system	from	values	identification,	
management	systems	and	sustainable	development,	but	 this	 is	currently	a	work	 in	progress	
(Deacon	&	Smeets	2013;	Harrington	2009;	McIntyre-Tamwoy	2004;	Sullivan	2004).	Capacity	
building	is	closely	related	to	this	central	challenge	–	for	local	communities,	knowledge-holders	
















birthday,	 the	 World	 Heritage	 Convention	 faces	 these	 threats,	 and	 also	 a	
more	fundamental	challenge	--	that	of	its	credibility	and	its	future.	In	recent	years,	some	































•	 sustaining	 the	 long-term	 commitments	 to	 conservation	 by	 strengthening	 the	
connections	between	the	international	and	local	spheres	of	activity.
As	mentioned	already,	sustainable	development	and	the	post-2015	international	development	









larger	 dialogue.	 It	 seems	 essential	 to	 join	 in,	 to	 learn	more,	 to	 take	 up	 this	 challenge	 and	
maximise	the	possible	outcomes.	






for	 advancing	 the	 development	 of	 better	 tools	 for	 community	 participation,	 rights-based	
approaches,	and	the	recognition	of	cultural	diversity	within	and	beyond	the	implementation	of	
the	World	Heritage	Convention.	In	2013,	the	journal	Heritage and Society devoted	a	full	issue	
to	this	process	(see	Kono	2013;	Araoz	2013;	Deacon	&	Smeets	2013).	
As	noted	earlier,	issues	of	community	engagement	and	control,	and	recognition	of	rights	issues	
are	 a	 related	 and	 current	 area	 of	work	 that	 should	 ensure	 a	 ‘better’	 future	 for	 the	World	

















Forty	 years	 ago	 the	 Convention	 brought	 the	 heritage	 of	 culture	 and	 nature	 into	 a	 single	
instrument	for	international	cooperation.	At	the	time,	this	was	as	much	a	matter	of	pragmatic	
compromise	as	inspiration,	although	Cameron	and	Rössler	(2011:	43)	refer	to	it	as	a	stroke 
of genius.	At	40,	 it	 is	time	to	find	new	ways	of	 integrating	nature	and	culture,	recognising	
that	culture	and	nature	are	not	 separate,	and	 treating	 them	as	 though	 they	are	can	 result	
in	 adverse	 outcomes.	 This	 is	 a	 current	 area	 of	 active	 research	 and	 collaboration	 by	 IUCN	













properties	need	to	be	effectively	 incorporated	 into	 their	management	and	conservation,	and	
we	find	 that	 in	 the	decades	 that	 follow	 the	 sweet	moment	of	 inscription,	 this	 coordination	
and	common	sense	of	purpose	can	wane. The	ideal	of	World	Heritage	is	that	the	international	
recognition	 of	 some	 special	 properties	 is	 based	 on	 and	 enhances	 the	 local	 and/or	 national	
recognition	and	conservation	of	many	others,	and	that	the	capacity	for	heritage	conservation	
generally	should	be	established	and	supported	throughout	the	systems	 in	place.	As	Director-
General	Bokova’s	words	above	assert,	World	Heritage	is	not a beauty contest, and	Article	5	


















that	 I	 made	 at	 Australia	 ICOMOS	 events	 during	 2012	 and	 a	 presentation	 to	 the	 National	
Symposium	hosted	by	ACIUCN,	which	was	published	as	‘Keeping	the	Outstanding	Exceptional:	
the	future	of	World	Heritage	in	Australia’	(Figgis	et	al	2012).	
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